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AUSTRALIA IN NEW GUINEA 
PRIOR TO ANNEXATION 
[By JOHN CONLEY, Junior Member.] 
(Read at a meeting of the Society on 28 April 1960.) 
The territory of Papua and New Guinea is an area 
of vast mountain ranges, rushing river systems, and 
dense forests. Its native people now number one and a 
quarter milhon. Before the coming of "Europeans" they 
lived the life of primitive people, separated by over 200 
different languages with a state of constant belligerence 
existing between one group and another. Some of their 
customs, such as cannibalism, were repugnant to 
humanity and their lives were governed to a large 
extent by fear and sorcery. They were habituated to 
deeds of violence, were shut in by mountains, bush and 
torrents. Hence, from the beginning of European 
administration the task of exploring the country and 
of establishing friendly relations with the people, and 
imposing a measure of law and order among them, has 
been beset with unusual difficulties. This task has been 
going on in one or another sector of the Territory since 
Australia first became responsible for the administra-
tion, and is still being undertaken in some areas in the 
remote mountains. In the last three years more than 
5,000 square miles of country has been brought under 
full administrative control and over the same period the 
area classified as "penetrated by patrols" has been 
reduced by some 3,000 square miles. To-day all the 
Territory is under constant vigilance of patrols, while 
only 4 per cent is still in the first stage of penetration. 
This was the country which the earliest British 
administrator saw as a place where it would be possible 
to bring about progress without destroying the native 
peoples; the place of which another Administrator said: 
"Australia will receive no immediate return from the 
expenditure in this territory, other than the contented-
ness and friendship of a million neighbours by helping 
them towards freedom from want and fear, and by 
education which would make the other two freedoms 
possible." 
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Attempts at Settlement 
After Vasco Da Gama' rounded the Cape of Storms, 
now known as the Cape of Good Hope, Portuguese dis-
coveries pushed further and further east, and in 1511 
Malacca and the Spice Islands were visited by sailors 
from Portugal. 
Soon settlement was made on the Island of Timor 
and in 1526 Don Jorge De Menesis was driven from his 
course en route to Malacca and was cast up on an 
unknown shore which he called Papua. In 1545 Ortiz 
de Retiz was similarly buffeted into the same waters 
and on to the same coast which he called New Guinea, 
as it was reminiscent of the coast of Guinea in Africa. 
The progress of discovery in New Guinea, the name 
which has been kept until this time, has been very slow 
and is still incomplete, while the progress of settlement 
has been slower still. 
The Dutch were the first Europeans to attempt to 
colonise this great island, and in 1828 Captain Steen-
boom established a fort at Triton Bay, named after his 
ship. This area proved to be unhealthy and after two 
or three years was abandoned. Another attempt at 
settlement was not made for about forty years. 
During this time the juvenile British Colony of 
New South Wales was thriving. The coastline of New 
South Wales had been surveyed and so Torres Strait 
became frequented waters. About 100 years ago the 
richness of the gold reefs attracted many hopeful 
prospectors in the search of wealth, while planters, 
influenced by rumours of the fertility of the soil, also 
set out in pursuit of wealth. 
At this time the American Civil War^ was raging. 
The consequent failure of supplies of cotton had caused 
the development of the cultivation of Sea Island Cotton 
in Fiji, and it was thought that New Guinea would 
prove suitable not only for cotton growing but for other 
tropical products. Reports of ferocious cannibahstic 
inhabitants did little to perturb the determination of 
1. Vasco da Gama (1469-1524), who in 1497 was despatched with three vessels to 
attempt to round the Cape. With incredible difficulties to face he at last suc-
ceeded in doing so, and continued his journey across the Indian Ocean to Calicut. 
Here he established a settlement, but had great difficulty in cutting his way out 
of the harbour. He returned to Portugal in 1499, and was raised to the nob i l i t y -
Ed. 
2. 1861-1865. Eleven Southern States seceded from the Federal Union on the issue 
of State rights, and formed the Confederated States of America. 
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the adventurers; if there was gold to be won there were 
men who would face any danger. 
Plans were drawn up in Sydney for a settlement in 
this area. The attempts made in this direction by the 
inhabitants of New South Wales are described in a 
minute of the Executive Council of New South Wales, 
31 May 1875: 
"For a considerable period of time the attention of the 
people of New South Wales had been directed towards New 
Guinea as one of the most promising fields for colonisation." 
and in June 1867 a private association styhng itself the 
New Guinea Company was originated for the purpose 
of "exploring this hitherto uncultivated field for com-
mercial enterprise and colonisation." The projectors of 
this company could not entertain any great hope of 
immediate profit from this voyage as it would neces-
sarily be of an experimental character and so applied 
to the Government of New South Wales for pecuniary 
aid in furtherance of their enterprise. The Government 
did not conceive itself justified in affording this assis-
tance. The representations of the persons who were 
engaged in the promotion of the company were 
embodied for the consideration of the Governor in the 
minute of the Executive Council 19 June 1867, in order 
that the matter might be brought before the Colonial 
Office. 
These representations were: 
(1) That New Guinea, notwithstanding its reputed 
material wealth in gold, copper, and other metals, in 
ebony, sandal-wood, mahogany and other valuable tim-
bers, in tortoise-shell, pearl-shell, barks, remains almost 
wholly unexplored. 
(2) That the development of its resources would 
not only be beneficial to the material prosperity of the 
Australian colonies, but would assist the great cause of 
scientific enlightenment. 
(3) That the increasing traflfic between Australia 
and the Indian Isles by way of Torres Strait made the 
possession of New Guinea by the British Empire a 
matter of the highest importance to the Australian 
colonists. 
The reply of the Colonial Oflfice to these represen-
tations was duly made. It was to the effect that the 
Imperial Government could give to no plan of voluntary 
settlement in New Guinea the sanction of Imperial 
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Authority, and that any persons who might embark in 
any such venture must neither look for aid nor protec-
tion from the National Forces, nor for confirmation by 
Her Majesty's Government, of their titles to any 
acquisitions of land which they might profess to make 
from the natives. 
Under this discouragement the projectors of this 
enterprise failed to carry it out. 
Missionary Action 
The missionaries then extended their activities 
nearer to New Guinea and in 1870 a party of South Sea 
Island teachers, under the charge of a European 
preacher, settled on one of the islands in Torres Strait 
from which they visited the mainland and worked with 
some success. In the following year, the London Mis-
sionary Society was firmly established, and it did much 
to bring New Guinea before the public in England and 
Austraha. Although the first organised attempt at 
colonisation had failed, there were people in New South 
Wales, particularly Sydney, who did not give up the 
idea because difficulties were raised. So in 1871 the 
New Guinea Prospecting Association^ was formed with 
the purpose of making settlement in the Island of 
Papua. This ended in shipwreck with the complement 
and most of the passengers killed and eaten by 
cannibals. 
In 1874 the first station on the mainland was 
founded at Port Moresby by Rev. W. G. Lawes of the 
London Missionary Society. The Methodist Missionary 
work began with a station founded by George Brown 
in the Duke of York Group between New Britain and 
New Ireland in 1875. Dates of the foundation of other 
Missions in New Guinea were as follows: Roman 
Catholic, 1882; Lutheran, 1886; Anglican, 1891; 
Seventh Day Adventist, in the late 1890's. 
By the 1870's, because of lawlessness and because 
of the interest of other great powers in the acquisition 
of colonies, Britain was forced to take more definite 
steps in the Pacific. A French penal colony already had 
3. On February 26, 1872, the Maria, a leaky old brig chartered by 75 members of 
the New Guinea Prospecting Association to take them to New Guinea, ran on a 
reef near Cardwell in North Queensland; as a result 21 persons were drowned 
and 14 were killed by aboriginals after landing on the mainland. The survivors— 
including Lawrence Hargrave, Australian aviation pioneer—were given assistance 
by H.M.S. Basilisk, then under the command of John Moresby.—Ed. 
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been established in New Caledonia in 1853 and in the 
1870's a totally impracticable scheme to establish an 
empire of New France in the New Guinea area was 
initiated by the Marquis De Rays. In order to implement 
a stringent "Pacific Islanders' Protection Act" in 1888, 
H. M. Chester was appointed Acting Commissioner on 
Thursday Island. He was a British Magistrate. Captain 
F. P. Blackwood and Captain Owen Stanley, together 
with Captain John Moresby, created great pubhc 
interest both in Australia and Britain with their sur-
veying expeditions, as early as 1860. Plans had been 
made in Sydney to found a private company to colonise 
New Guinea, but this project was quashed by the 
Colonial Oflfice, as were similar schemes promoted in 
London in 1876. In Australia in 1878 the supporters of 
these schemes had little knowledge of the areas, and the 
pictures given of its potentiality were largely fantastic. 
Oflficial legal action was initiated in 1874 by F. B. 
Labillieri, an Australian-born lawyer practising in 
London. In one of Mr. Labillieri's letters submitted by 
Lord Carnarvon to the Governors of the various Aus-
tralian Colonies he submitted that it would be impos-
sible to permanently exclude white men from New 
Guinea, and that the establishment of some form of 
civilised authority was inevitable. It was preferable, 
he said, that the country should be annexed by the 
United Kingdom rather than by some foreign power 
which would be a menace to the scurity of Australia. 
Annexation Favoured 
Generally speaking, official opinion in Australia was 
strongly in favour of annexation. The Governors of 
New South Wales (Sir Hercules Robinson) and Victoria 
(Sir George Bowen) reported adversely against the 
acquisition of the territory which was almost wholly 
unexplored and the resources of which were only 
vaguely understood. In 1875 the Government of New 
South Wales requested the Governor of the Colony to 
urge immediate annexation. 
"Not only of the magnificent island of New Guinea but of 
the Island of New Britain and New Ireland and the adjoining 
islands to the north-east and east of New Guinea from Bougain-
ville Island to San Christobal to the south-east and Espiritu 
santu, Mallicolo, Sandwich, and the smaller adjoining islands." 
The principal reasons advanced in support of this 
remarkable request were: 
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(1) "That their position would be of value to the Empire 
chain and conduce specially to the peace and safety of Aus-
tralia, the development of Australian trade, and the prevention 
of crime throughout the Pacific. 
(2) That the establishment of a Foreign Power in the neigh-
bourhood of Australia would be injurious to Britain and more 
particularly to Australian interests." 
As a result of this and other representations the 
Governors of the Australian Colonies were asked to 
report on the Australian opinion regarding the annexa-
tion. Answers were varied, and to others gave the 
impression that a strong body of opinion in parts of 
Australia would be in favour of some move by Britain 
in New Guinea. However, Colonial thoughts indicated 
that Britain would not act unless the Austrahan 
Colonies were prepared to assist in financing the move, 
and on this point there was no agreement. In 1878, an 
abortive gold rush to Port Moresby again brought New 
Guinea into the news and the controversy about the 
annexation continued indecisively. When action was 
finally taken by Britain, it was largely as a result of 
German moves in New Guinea and the consequent con-
cern of the Australian Colonies regarding their own 
security. By the 1870's the official German attitude 
regarding the acquisition and possessions in the Pacific 
was similar to that of the British authorities; as in 
1871 Bismarck told the Reichstag that Germany wanted 
no colonies since in the absence of an adequate navy 
they would only be a source of weakness. However, in 
1878 the Commander of the German ship "Ariadne" 
annexed New Guinea, but this was repudiated by 
Bismarck, who also, in 1880, rejected a scheme for 
colonising New Guinea put to him by a deputation of 
bankers and merchants. There was much direct 
evidence concerning the activities of a German trading 
company in New Guinea, and indirect evidence that 
they were, however, being encouraged in New Guinea 
by the German Government. The "Sydney Morning 
Herald," in a leading article, made shrewd comment on 
the situation, and pointed out that many Germans were 
domiciled in the East of the Pacific, although Germany 
had made no acquisition of the territory. 
"If Germany does not take up colonisation policies 
to-day, she may do so to-morrow." 
430 
On 26 February 1883 Sir Thomas Mcllwraith,^ 
Premier of Queensland, submitted a reasoned argument 
to the Governor, Sir Arthur Kennedy, asserting that 
conditions had changed since Queensland had made its 
earlier request for annexation. New Guinea had been 
brought more closely into contact with Australia and 
Torres Strait had become one of the highways of the 
world's commerce. 
Mcllwraith's Coup 
Mcllwraith instructed H. M. Chester to take fprmal 
possession of South-eastern New Guinea and this was 
done by him on 4 April of that year, 1883. Britain at 
once repudiated this action. The following col^ respon-
dence shows general approval by Australia: 
ANNEXATION OF NEW GUINEA (1883). 
Telegram. Premier to Agent-General, London. 26/2/1883, 
Urge Imperial Government annex New Guinea to Queensland. 
This colony will bear all expense of government and take formal 
possession on receipt of Imperial authority by cable. 
(Extract) Thomas Mcllwraith, Premier. 
HIS EXCELLENCY THE GOVEENOR-IN-COUNCIL. 
His Excellency, at the instance of the Honourable the Premier, 
directs the attention of the Council to the dispatch addressed to 
him by the Premier on 26 September last, in whieh he is asked to 
urge upon the Imperial Government the desirableness of the annexa-
tion of the portion of New Guinea not occupied by the Netherlands 
Government and that an officer of the Queensland Government be 
at once despatched fully empowered to do so. 
(Extract ) Approved and signed A. E. Kennedy, Governor. 
March 1883. 
TELEGRAM. PREMIER TO POLICE MAGISTRATE, THURS-
DAY ISLAND, 20/3/1883. 
Immediately on receipt of this message man the "Pearl" with 
sufficient crew proceed to New Guinea and take formal possession 
in Her Majesty's name. The Jack to be run up after reading 
proclamation. Then return to Thursday Island and fully report to 
Premier. 
(Extract) Signed Robert J . Gray, Acting Clerk of Council. 
TELEGRAM. POLICE MAGISTRATE, THURSDAY ISLAND, 
TO PREMIER, BRISBANE, ex COOKTOWN, 1/4/1883. 
Received telegram twenty-second. Star t at two a.m. twenty-
fourth. Will call Cooktown on return to report proceedings. 
Thursday Island, 23 March 1883. (Signed) Henry M. Chester, P.M. 
NOTE: Cooktown was the furthest north telegraphic station 
in Queensland in 1883. 
Mcllwraith, Sir Thomas (1835-1900), Premier of Queensland from Januarv 1879 
to November 1883; and from June 1888 to November 1888.—Ed. 
431 
PROCLAMATION read at Port Moresby, 4 April 1883. 
I, Henry Majoribanks Chester, Resident Magistrate at Thurs-
day Island, in the Colony of Queensland, under instructions from 
that Government do hereby take possession of New Guinea and the 
islands adjacent thereto, lying between the 141st and 155th meri-
dians of east longitude, in the name of Her Most Gracious Majesty 
Queen Victoria, Her heirs and successors. In token I have hoisted 
the British flag at Port Moresby this fourth day of April, in the 
year of our Lord in one thousand eight hundred and eighty-three. 
GOD SAVE THE QUEEN! (Signed) Henry M. Chester. 
TELEGRAM FROM LORD DERBY TO GOVERNOR OF 
QUEENSLAND. London, 14/4/1883. 
Reuter's telegram states Queensland Government taken formal 
possession of New Guinea. Please telegraph explanation. 
(Signed) DERBY. 
TELEGRAM FROM GOVERNOR OF QUEENSLAND TO LORD 
DERBY. Brisbane, 16/4/1883. 
To prevent Foreign Powers taking possession of New Guinea, 
Queensland Government took formal possession in Queen's name 
pending your decision on my dispatch this mail. 
(Extract) (Signed) KENNEDY. 
TELEGRAM. AGENT-GENERAL, LONDON, TO PREMIER, 
BRISBANE. London, 18/4/1883. 
Dispatch personally delivered at Colonial Office. Representa-
tion not favourably received. Favourable notices in "Times" and 
"Telegraph. 
(Signed) ARCHER, Agent-General. 
TELEGRAM. VICE-PRESIDENT EXECUTIVE COUNCIL OF 
NEW SOUTH WALES TO PREMIER, QUEENSLAND. 
Sydney, 18/4/1883. 
Accept my congratulations on your courage, foresight and 
wisdom in annexing New Guinea. 
(Signed) P. A. .JENNINGS. 
TELEGRAM. AGENT-GENERAL TO PREMIER, BRISBANE. 
London 21/4/1883. 
Ashley said in HOUSE Government did not contemplate 
repudiation of annexation. Can I assure Ministry no expense to 
England beyond defence against foreign aggression 
(Signed) ARCHER. 
TELEGRAM. PREMIER TO AGENT-GENERAL, LONDON. 
Brisbane 21/4/1883. 
All Colonies endorse our action and are urging approval. Assure 
Derby no expense Imperial Exchequer. Press for early ratification. 
(Signed) McILWRAITH. 
TELEGRAM. GOVERNOR OF QUEENSLAND TO LORD 
DERBY. Brisbane, 26/4/1883. 
I express my entire satisfaction with action of Sir Thos. 
Mcllwraith. I have never heard any well informed person doubt 
the great disaster which occupation of New Guinea by a European 
Power would prove to Australia. 
(Extract) (Signed) A. E. KENNEDY. 
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NOTE: A protectorate was proclaimed over Papua (later 
British New Guinea) on 6 November 1884 when Sir James Erskine, 
of H.M.S. "Nelson," hoisted the Union Jack in the presence of a 
large assembly of chiefs and natives. Sir James was at that time 
Commodore of the Australian Station. The wisdom of Sir Thomas 
Mcllwraith's action was recognised thir ty years later on the out-
break of war with Germany in 1914. 
Queensland's Motives Suspect 
There was some suspicion of Queensland's motives 
as that Colony was intimately concerned in the recruit-
ment of native labour for her sugar plantations. 
Further representations were made to the British 
Government that year, and during November and 
December an Intercolonial Convention met in Sydney. 
It was agreed at this convention that there was urgent 
need for annexation of the whole of New Guinea not 
claimed by the Netherlands, and it was decided that the 
Colonial Governments should contribute to the costs. 
This convention was the first at which any unanimity 
was achieved on the question of Federation. 
It may therefore be said that the pressure of 
events in New Guinea contributed in no small degree to 
the development of Australian national consciousness. 
Although Sir Thomas Mcllwraith played an impor-
tant part in the negotiations which preceded it, he did 
not attend the Intercolonial Conference of 1883. Facing 
a hostile majority in the first session of the Ninth 
Parliament of Queensland which opened on 7 November. 
Sir Thomas Mcllwraith resigned, and Mr. S. W. Griflfiths 
succeeded him as Premier of Queensland. 
Commodore J. E. Erskine raised the British Flag 
at Port Moresby on 6 November 1884, and proclaimed 
a protectorate over the South Coast, and without warn-
ing ten days later a German Protectorate was pro-
claimed at what is now known as Madang. Bismarck 
also informed the British Government that further 
annexations were in prospect. Britain then attempted 
to extend her protectorate to the north to Huon
 Gulf, 
but after negotiations, agreed to include the north coast 
only as far west as the 148th meridian. These boun-
daries were ratified in June 1885. Even the most pro-
British elements maintain the British Foreign Oflfice 
had been thoroughly hoodwinked by Bismarck and had 
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betrayed Australia, placing her in a position of 
imminent danger.^ 
Two Deputy Commissioners, Romilly and Anthony 
Musgrave, were sent on ahead of Major-General P. H. 
Scratchley, newly arrived special Commissioner for 
New Guinea, who was delayed for some months by the 
Colonial Premiers debating financial arrangements for 
the protectorate, also attempting to obtain some defini-
tion of his legal powers. The successor to Sir Peter 
Scratchley, who because of illness took ship for Aus-
traha and died at sea on 2 December 1885, was Mr. 
John Douglas, Government resident at Thursday Island. 
Although Sir Peter had died without leaving any official 
documents his private secretary proved to have pre-
served the results of his investigations. As his position 
was uncertain in the eyes of the various Colonial Gov-
ernments they rejected his appeal for more extensive 
contributions. They also resented the unwillingness of 
the Government of the United Kingdom to bear a part 
in the cost of maintaining a Government in New Guinea. 
John Douglas remained in oflfice until the establishment 
of British sovereignty. The reason for the delay in 
annexing the territory was due principally to the diffi-
culty of determining the details of the interior boun-
daries between the British and German Colonies. The 
financial position of the territory in addition was con-
tinually in doubt during the term of office of these two 
Commissioners, much of whose time was spent in trying 
to clarify the constitutional and financial status of the 
Territory. 
The lack of interest of the Colonial Government in 
New Guinea, once it had been secured by Britain, was 
very marked. By 1886 all the Colonies had repudiated 
their financial support, except Queensland, New South 
Wales and Victoria, who early in 1887 sent represen-
tatives to a conference in London. There it was agreed 
that after annexation the three colonies would jointly 
guarantee the existing revenue, £15,000 per annum, for 
period of 10 years, after which Britain would with-
draw, leaving New Guinea to be administered either by 
Queensland with financial help from New South Wales 
5. 'The disallowance by Lord Derby's Government of the annexation was received 
in Australia with astonishment and indignation, which rose to fury when it 
appeared, as it soon did, that Bismarck, who had outwitted Derby in negotiations 
regarding vast territories in the south of the African continent, had outwitted him 
too regarding New Guinea."—Triumph in the Tropics, Cilento and Lack, p. 
171.—Ed. 
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and Victoria or else by an Australian Government, if 
such had come into being. As a result of the conference 
the "British New Guinea (Queensland) Act of 1887" 
was passed and received the assent of the Governor of 
Queensland on 4 November 1887. 
Dr. Macgregor,^ who for many years had been the 
Chief Medical Oflficer in Fiji, was appointed Adminis-
trator at Port Moresby where he arrived on 4 Septem-
ber 1888. There, in the presence of C. 0. H. Basanquet, 
who was deemed to become a Governor of South Aus-
tralia, and surrounded by oflficers and men of H.M.S. 
"Opal," the European residents and 200 natives, read 
the Letters Patent and his Commission and announced 
the establishment of British Sovereignty in New 
Guinea. 
Macgregor, Sir William (1846-1919). He became Governor of Queensland 
towards the end of 1909. There he did excellent work in helping to inaugurate 
the University of Queensland of which he was made first chancellor in 1911. He 
retired as Governor in July 1914, and returned to Scotland to live. He died on 
July 3, 1919.—Ed. 
